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You've Come a Long Way, Baby,
But ...
by Sarah J. Stumme
My mother was convinced that the center of
the world was 36 Maplewood Drive. Her idea
of a wonderful time was Sunday dinner. She
bought UNICEF cards, but what really mattered
were the Girl Scouts . ... I'm beginning to
think that my mother really knew what she was doing.
(Wallis 80)
This caption, taken from an advertisement describing a professional career woman's discontent, illustrates one side of a conflict
many women are experiencing: choosing between a successful career
or family. In American Popular Culture today it is virtually impossible
for a woman to raise a family and at the same time reach the upper
limits of professional success.
According to Carolyn G. Heilbrun, women need role models, or
visions, of what they want to become before they can obtain those goals
(16-17). Unfortunately, role models and scenarios of women who have
combined successful careers and family are clearly not found in
American Popular Culture.

The Scenario:
Image and Role Model
People Mimic the
Image and Role

Model

The Portrayal and Mass Production
of the Image and Role Model
(Ads, Movies, Books, etc.)

People View Image and
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Because popular culture serves as the basic and most impressive
socializer in our society, the lack of role models is a grave problem.
Instead of providing role models of women combining family and
professional success, American Popular Culture is sending the opposite message. The following 1963 life insurance ad is typical of
scenarios that did not set the precedent for women to have both a
successful family and career:

Keeping house and caring for the ldds fills a woman's
day--and more. But what if she had to earn a living
too? Your wife will never have to face this double
duty if you protect yourself.
Travelers Insurance (Wallis 80)
Referring to professional women in 1985, Jay Belsky wrote that
"something's got to give, as they acquire a new role and the joys and
burdens of their role. What gives is the marriage" (Simpson 171). His
comments indicate that the message of the 1963 insurance ad--women,
career, and family don't mix-still flourishes in American Popular
Culture.

Historical Perspective
There has been a place in American culture for women to be
mothers, secretaries, nurses, factory workers, and other low-status
occupations. However, there has been little imaginative space for
women to become doctors, lawyers, judges, accountants, and other
high-status professionals in American life.
When women began to enter professional careers in the nineteenth
century, there were no career-oriented role models for them. Because
women did not have a foundation or set place in American Popular
Culture as professionals, they were discriminated against when they
tried to enter professional fields (Glazer and Slater 7). Not only did
career women have a hard time maintaining credibility and obtaining
higher positions in their vocations, they were also considered to be
shirking their duties as childbearers and were deemed immoral and
incompetent by the popular culture (Glazer and Slater 7). Common
wisdom decreed that women, unlike their male peers, should not try to
mix career and marriage. If they tried, they would most likely fail at
both (Glazer and Slater 7).
With the passage of the 19th Amendment which granted women's
suffrage in 1920, an increase in the number of women entering profes-
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sional fields occurred. For the first time in history, it became common
for women to work outside of the home (Glazer and Sia ter 1). Yet, even
the large number of women working at this time did not establish the
idea that female professionals should be considered part of the accepted culture and have the same privileges as their male counterparts.
One reason some professional women did not succeed was that they
were encouraged to leave their vocations so men, the traditional
bread winners, could have their wages when jobs became scarce during
the Great Depression (Glazer and Slater 243). Roosevelt's New Deal
programs did open up some higher leadership positions for women;
however, it was still not the "norm" for women to be in these leadership roles.
Although even more women worked in low paying and blue-collar
jobs after the start of World War II, a significant increase in the number
of women in professional occupations did not occur. Women became
the laborers of America, not because they had finally forged a place for
themselves in the work force, but because (once again) there was a
shortage of male workers. Instead of being supported as equal colleagues by the popular culture, women were seen as a temporary
resource to be used until the men were back from fighting in the war
(Glazer and Slater 242). Then, as during the Depression, women were
again strongly encouraged to leave their jobs to provide occupational
opportunities for their male peers (Glazer and Slater 242).
The boom years of the 1960s and the growing women's movement
of the 1960s and 1970s encouraged court and legislative action that
allowed women more vocational opportunities. Businesses could no
longer discriminate against female employees as easily as they had
before (Glazer and Slater 243).
Another decade has passed, but the lack of successful female
career-oriented role models still exists in our popular culture. Women
who make it to the top of their professions are seen to be the exception
or to have made the best of their circumstances (Heilbrun 50). Popular
culture is not portraying these women as the norm or portraying them
as admirable role models.

Representation of Professional Women in Literature
In her creation of Harriet Vane, a detective and mystery writer,
Dorothy Sayers, a British writer and scholar herself, gave life to an
extraordinary character. Harriet stepped out of social constraints and
did not fit the popular mold of femininity (Heilbrun 55). Harriet
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criticized women who devoted their lives to pleasing and serving men.
She bravely showed her independence by abandoning her lover after
she grew tired of him, traditionally an action that men took towards
women. Sayers, however, succumbed to the pressures of a popular
culture that did not have a place for non-traditional women when she
subdued the colorful Harriet by marrying her to Lord Peter Wimsey.
Harriet had become too brash for readers, and Sayers accommodated
their wishes when she toned down Harriet's identity by means of
marriage and by forcing Harriet into the background of the novels
(Heilbrun 59).
Indeed, in a parallel real-life scenario, even the talents of the author
herself were ignored by the culture. Sayers' biographer, James Brabazon, writes that as "a virgin and unemployed," Sayers did the best she
could with the talents that she had; she became an outstanding, independent scholar and writer (Heilbrun 52).
Dorothy Sayers is just one example of female authors who have
created non-traditional female characters and who have made their
characters more passive to fit consumers' demands. Sayers is also a
prime example of a professional woman who was not honored by the
popular culture because she was a professional writer, not a quiet
housewife.
Published in 1989, Danielle Steele's book Daddy offers a vivid
example of the perpetual scenario of American women who relinquish
their careers to raise a family. The villain of Daddy is a middle-aged
mother who leaves her family to go back to college for a master's
degree. The heroine of the story is a young actress who leaves her
career to marry the divorced father and care for his family.

Representation of Professional Women in Advertisements
Advertisements can give more information about social conditions
than about the product they are endorsing. In subtle ways, advertising
prescribes what people perceive to be norms (Schwarz et al. 600).
Because people see from 400 to 1,500 advertisements a day, it is no
wonder that they are influenced by the messages of the mass media. By
the time a person is seventeen years old, he or she will have watched
over 350,000 television commercials (Bretl and Cantor 597). Researchers have found that repeated exposure to mass media, especially
television, affects people's perception of situations, goals, images, and
roles. American Popular Culture, as reflected in advertisements, is
sending negative and harmful stereotypical messages about women.
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Researchers have found the following four themes to be the most
prominent in contemporary advertising:
* A woman's place is in the home.

,. Women do not make important decisions or do
important things.
,. Women are dependent and need men's protection.
* Men regard women primarily as sexual objects; they are

not interested in women as people.
(O'Conner and Sullivan 181)
Popular culture constantly promotes these four limiting themes. These
messages, added to other social pressures such as demands of the
family, low wages, and the expectation to stay in traditional roles, keep
women in homemaking roles and away from serious careers (Brown et
al. 523). The impact of these themes can be seen in the high correlation
between the number of television commercials watched by men and
women and the belief that a wife should not work if her husband can
support her (O'Conner and Sullivan 181-188). Also notable is the fact
that adolescent girls' attitudes toward careers and goals have been
demonstrated to be directly affected by the media. The more advertisements a young girl is exposed to, the less her goals become academically and career oriented (O'Conner and Sullivan 181-188).

Representation of Professional Women in Television
A 1979 content analysis of television illustrates that television
programs are strong supporters of traditional female roles (Ceulemans
and Fauconnier 18-26). The analysis revealed that on American television:
* Women consider having children as more important

than men do;
,. Women are portrayed in traditionally female occupations--teacher, homemaker, or nurse; and
* Women are more personal and less professional than

men.

(Ceulemans and Fauconnier 18)
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Because television characters are seen as accepting their circumstances, viewers also accept these scenarios and images. The continual
portrayal of women as domestically oriented and not professionally
oriented feeds the popular belief that women are not professionally
credible and that they are not able to mix career with family related
duties (Ceulemans and Fauconnier 20-21). The fact that female anchor
women, such as Jane Pauley, are often given air time when viewers are
at the lowest numbers is also an indicator that women are not being
represented fairly in television productions.

Representation of Professional Women in Film
Studies of film in the past fifteen years indicate that the movie
industry has also failed to take steps to portray women realistically in
career roles, or in roles that depict a successful mixture of career and
family. In fact, films most closely associate women with sexual and
romantic situations (Ceulemans and Fauconnier 27-30).
Many scholars agree that women were portrayed in films more
positively in the 1940s. The cause of the positive portrayals was World
War II and the fact that women independently answered the American
economy's call for laborers (Ceulemans and Fauconnier 29). However,
since the 1940s, women have been primarily shown as the force that
will insure the survival of the nuclear family (Ceulemans and Fauconnier 29).
The 1983 hit Mr. Mom is an example of films that have failed to
portray women as able to combine career and family. The plot starts
with Caroline and Jack switching roles. Caroline takes a job with an
advertising firm and Jack plays homemaker. The movie portrays the
role-reversal as failing, and both return to their original occupations.
Caroline (Mom) goes back to homemaking, and Jack (Dad) goes back
to being the family breadwinner. Though appearing liberated in
exploring the notion of role reversal, Mr. Mom, like many contemporary films, actually helps to reinforce the American Popular Culture's
ideals of sex-related roles.

Representation of Professional Women in Newspapers
As a major source of information, newspapers are great conveyors
of Popular American Culture. In 1979, Cuelemans and Fauconnier
wrote that representations of women who have successful professional
careers and families were not to be found in popular newspapers (3537). In fact, studies of newspaper photographs and texts revealed that
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popular newspapers frequently show women only as wives, entertainers, and socialites. Men, on the other hand, were depicted as politicians, businessmen, and athletes (Ceulemans and Fauconnier 32-33).
In 1990, though newspapers print news about such successful mothers
and heads of state as Margaret Thatcher and Benazir Bhuto, these
women remain "foreign" in both nationality and in their treatment as
exceptions.
Indeed the creation of a separate newspaper section aimed at
women, containing such traditional female concerns as child care,
etiquette, cooking, and fashion, communicates subtly that the rest of
the newspaper is the concern of men. Once this section was forthrightly named the "Women's Section"; now its message is camouflaged by such superficially adrogymou s labels as the "Lifestyles" or
"People" section.

Results of the Lack of Combined Career
and Family Scenarios
American Popular Culture has become an obstacle to women's
attempt to merge career and family because the culture has not
provided needed role models of success. However, some attempts
have been made to allow women to mix career and family. In an effort
to give women the opportunity to have successful careers and still raise
a family, Felice Schwartz developed the "Mommy Track." This
regretably-named track is a career path for women who do not want to
give up raising a family for professional growth. This career route
allows women to work fewer hours and assume a lighter workload.
Unfortunately, once a women takes this path, she will almost never be
able to get off because other workers will have had the chance to move
up the corporate ladder around her--leaving her behind. Even though
it starts to study the problem of career plus family, the "Mommy
Track" does not provide a solution or a scenario that really encourages
· women to have family and career without sacrificing one or the other
(Wallis 87).
To be respected professionally and be given equal credibility,
women are having to work at a level of "super-perf ormance;' compared to men. Besides having to produce more at work than their male
peers, women are still doing 75 per cent of all household chores (Wallis
86). Essentially, women are working two full-time shifts: one at work
and one at home. Even though women are working the same number
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of hours as their spouses on a job, female workers are still carrying out
the tasks of raising children (Wallis 86). Admittedly, in some households splitting household chores between working spouses is becoming more prominent. Nevertheless the woman' scareer will still usually
be the first career to be delayed if a parent is needed to care for children,
sick parents, etc. The woman's career is the first to go because it is
traditionally deemed less important than the man's career and because
it is usually the lower paying of the two vocations (Wallis 88).

Conclusion
Because American Popular Culture is a strong socializing force,
changing the stereotypical portrayal of women and eliminating the
discrimination created by that portrayal will take time and continuous
effort. Just placing women in professional roles is not the answer to
forming a class of role models for the next generation to follow
(Ceulemans and Fauconnier 67-70). Instead, a change of attitudes must
occur in all segments of American Popular Culture.
When they were trying to develop a generation of women leading
eminent lives in professional careers, single-sexed colleges such as
Mount Holyoke never took into account that American Popular Culture stressed motherhood and marriage (Glazer and Slater 221 ). Institutions of higher learning could instruct young women to be leaders
and teach them that they are equal to men. However, the institutions
must also teach the young women how to withstand the social pressures that continually reiterate the ideals of marriage and family, rather
than professional careers (Glazer and Slater 221).
Popular Culture has given women an unjust choice: career or
family. No one ever asks a man to make the same decision. Men have
been able to draw from a larger and more developed pool of support.
This reservoir of endorsement is based on the historical tradition of
men being economic providers in the culture (Glazer and Slater 175).
Male doctors, lawyers, and businessmen have a scenario to emulate.
The lack of support and the need to work at a level of "superperformance" has placed a great strain on women who are striving to
attain a high standard of professional achievement. Until female
professionals are an accepted part of American Popular Culture, they
will not be able to combine career and family positively. In order to
build a pool of support for female professionals, American Popular
Culture must alter its message to create a new scenario:

Page 35

Draftings in American Popular Culture

Just Think ... If you owned a Super Saver Time Ticker,
you would never have to worry about your wife coming
home from a European business trip to a messy house,
dirty kids, and a burned supper.
(An appliance ad, 1999)
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